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OVERCOMING 
LIMITS
This paper examines the philosophy and work of Bernard Tschumi, a 
contemporary French architect. Tschumi believes that people should 
reengage with their environment and that meaning should be infused 
into architecture through human interaction with the environment. In 
recognition of these beliefs, this paper articulates how Tschumi builds 
with the intention to redefine the notion of architecture and overturn the 
limitations imposed by society.
STEPHANIE 
RIKER
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t all began in 1968; or, at least for Bernard Ts-
chumi it did. On the streets of Paris, Tschumi 
stood fast amongst the thousands of students 
and workers in riotous protests—reveling 
amidst the violence, the arrests, and the blocks 
of barricades. At the time, Tschumi was living 
in the capital city; he had come to work under 
Georges Candilis, a member of Team X,1  and the 20-year-old 
Tschumi was willingly swept up into the liberal frenzy which 
begun in early summer. Les grandes grèves et manifestations 
were an outcry for a radical change of society; a change that 
would hopefully lead to a renewed sense of life. The well-
known slogan of the strike: Métro, boulot, dodo (Ride the 
subway, go to work, sleep). A breaking point had arrived. 
The monotony and the dehumanization needed to end. The 
cycle, dictated by the capitalist machine, needed to be broken. 
The hordes of protesters were no longer going to stand for a 
society whose sole value was work: in essence, a society void of life. 
Although Tschumi cites the ’68 riots as the moment charnière, the 
seeds of this social revolution had been scattered throughout France 
for several years. The Situationist International (SI) had formed ten 
years prior to the uprisings in Paris, and the SI’s sentiments of capi-
talist oppression were influential and inspiring to the liberal move-
ment, directly quoted and indirectly invoked by the protestors. The 
most germane of the SI’s ideologies was the desire for a reawakening 
of the population.  A reengagement of the people should be forged. 
For some, this reawakening was thought to be best accomplished 
through art; for others, through literature; for Tschumi, the best 
medium was architecture. Tschumi decided to take the ideas of the 
SI—concentrating on the role of the built environment—and materi-
alize them. Tschumi’s success derives from his ability and choice to 
translate the philosophical concepts of the SI into the physical realm. 
To begin to understand Tschumi, we must first consider how he 
defines architecture. Convention describes architecture in terms of 
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“structure,” of “form,” and most commonly 
of “buildings.” But, Tschumi does not let 
convention dictate any aspect of his work. 
When asked for his definition of architec-
ture, Tschumi responds simply, “the ma-
terialization of concept.”2  There is no dis-
cussion of structure because, at its essence, 
architecture for Tschumi is determined by 
the philosophy and ideologieshow he de-
fines architecture. Convention describes 
architecture in terms of “structure,” of 
“form,” and most commonly of “buildings.” 
But, Tschumi does not let convention dic-
tate any aspect of his work. When asked for 
his definition of architecture, Tschumi re-
sponds simply, “the materialization of con-
cept.”  There is no discussion of structure 
because, at its essence, architecture for Ts-
chumi is determined by the philosophy and 
ideologies behind what was physically con-
structed. Tschumi’s buildings, although oft 
critiqued from an aesthetic approach, can 
only genuinely be assessed by the degree 
to which he successfully realizes and com-
municates an ideology. It would seem to fol-
low, then, that the profundity of the thought 
and the concepts behind the building would 
correlate with the quality of the architec-
ture—not the building, but the architecture. 
These concepts, Tschumi asserts, come 
from other areas of knowledge—literature, 
philosophy, cinema—and he sees archi-
tecture as the aftermath of these colliding 
subject matters into a wealth of knowl-
edge. “Architecture is a form of knowledge, 
not knowledge of form,” Tschumi writes; 
in other words, architecture is only pos-
sible after applying what one knows and 
communicating those ideas to the public.3 
What Tschumi recognizes here is the im-
portance of developing a powerful sense 
of purpose to a building, and his opinions 
on the state and manifestations of modern 
architecture support his views. Tschumi 
believes that the European camp anchors 
architecture in societal and cultural ideas, 
whereas the American version is frivolous 
in comparison, as it lacks substantial foun-
dations and instead resorts to “style, tech-
nique, etc.” as its main bolsters.4  In this 
comparison, Tschumi claims that imitating 
a building style completely misses the mark 
of architecture. He avoids this perceived 
farce by stringently practicing with sus-
tained conviction to a concept, one rooted 
in the philosophy of the SI. His devotion 
and loyalty to his beliefs and view of life 
allow for his work to be deemed beyond 
building: to instead be deemed architecture.
Tschumi expounds upon this “material-
ization of concepts” to include the discus-
sion of limits. In several articles published 
in Artform, Tschumi explores how draw-
ing upon exterior concepts will breach 
the limits of architecture. As seen in his 
definition of architecture, one limit that 
Tschumi’s projects abolish is the emphasis 
on structure, but there are others. Stem-
ming from his experiences in the ‘60s, Ts-
chumi came to realize that society had de-
fined parameters that were restricting and 
oppressive, limits that were accepted as 
self-evident truths. He claims that we are 
constantly bombarded with articulations 
of what society should be, but “the ques-
tion of who constructs the ‘common good’ 
and who represents the community, is not 
asked.”5  These “natural” limits are not le-
gitimately natural, so therefore why do we 
continue to see them as such? Acceptance 
and acquiescence are deplorable, Tschumi 
implores, because both are increasingly 
detrimental to the health of the overall so-
ciety, acting only as a reinforcement and 
promotion of a cyclical controlling system.
Tschumi’s projects, therefore, work 
“against our institutionally prescribed no-
tions of what architecture can and should 
be.”6  The limitation of architecture as “ob-
ject” is continuously challenged by Tschumi. 
No project is meant to be seen as an ob-
ject. In order to challenge this constructed 
confine, Tschumi turns to the ideas of the 
dérive. To the SI, this integral element of 
architecture and urbanism was theorized to 
be the way in which we can recreate a rela-
tionship with our environment. The dérive 
is explained as guided—through the layout 
of the built environment and the elements 
included—movement through space, a 
Tschumi’s buildings although oft 
critiqued from an aesthetic approach, 
can only genuinely assessed by the 
degree to which he successfully 
realizes and communicates an 
ideology
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movement of which we are conscious and 
leads us to the experience of spontaneous 
event. The Métro, bolout, dodo lifestyle had 
trapped society into a demoralizing and de-
basing daily ritual. As the theorists of the 
SI looked out upon society, they saw only 
a repeated, rigid, mindlessly-traced triangle 
in the urban fabric as the entirety of an in-
dividual’s life, “a small triangle with no de-
viations.”7  The population had acquiesced 
to each further implementation of absolute 
control by a capitalist society to such a de-
gree, the SI theorized, that the most funda-
mental human experience—that of space—
had been ravaged. Movement through 
space had been drained of all meaning and 
life, leaving behind a constant numbness. 
Tschumi engrossed himself in this 
idea, understanding that the objectifica-
tion—that is to say, the process of erecting 
objects—of architectural projects could be 
challenged by implementing the principles 
of the dérive, thereby emphasizing interac-
tion with space rather than passive absorp-
tion of monument. To both Tschumi and 
the SI, encounter is what constitutes life: 
“the life of a person is a succession of for-
tuitous situations . . . [and] we must try to 
construct situations, that is to say, collective 
ambiances, ensembles or impressions de-
termining the quality of a moment.”8  The 
dérive is made up of these events and am-
biances, events which stimulate our sense 
of sight, sound, smell, taste, as well as our 
emotions—all the sensations that make up 
our everyday lives, but to which we have 
been thoroughly desensitized.9  Archi-
tecture is the vessel for encounters which 
are “re-sensitizing.” With these thoughts 
in mind, the static nature of architecture is 
severely threatened. It is la rencontre et le 
movement that is allowed to flourish once 
the conceptual framework is materialized.10 
Seemingly paradoxically, Tschumi con-
siders Grand Central Terminal in New York 
as an exemplary model of encounter. Grand 
Central is exactly the opposite, aesthetically 
speaking, of Tschumi’s work; it evokes per-
manence, it has ornate decorative interior 
and exterior features, and it stands out as 
grandiose and separate from its environs. 
Yet, despite these truths, Tschumi interprets 
Grand Central as a “living monument to 
event.”11  There are countless encounters oc-
curring at every moment within the frame-
work of the building. The importance lies 
with what goes on here, the dérive of the in-
dividual as he voyages through the bustling 
station. Although this building is a structure, 
Tschumi looks beyond that to focus on the 
collision of people and events; the constant 
movement of diverse group of people de-
parting and arriving, trains constantly pen-
etrating the belly of the building, people 
shopping or eating, a never-ending stream 
of flow. As Tschumi states in Architecture 
and Disjuncture, in order to comprehend 
a building, “Rather than manipulating the 
formal properties of architecture, we might 
look into what really happens inside build-
ings and cities: the function, the program.”12 
Moreover, this profound level of en-
counters and interactions can only occur 
because Grand Central is “where our ex-
perience becomes the experience of events 
organized and strategized through archi-
tecture.”13  In his own work, Tschumi ma-
terializes this concept through the Parc de 
la Villette in Paris. The theory of the déri-
ve is instinctually linked to urbanism (in 
particular, the unitary urbanisme theory 
of the SI) and so Tschumi’s Parc de la Vil-
lette is not just a park, but is seen as part of 
the city, part of the urban fabric. As such, 
it was conceptualized using the “geopsy-
chological principles” of the dérive.14  Each 
folly was conceptualized as empty: a ves-
sel to be used at the whim of those at the 
park. Tschumi envisioned that the follies 
would each be different; no two follies were 
designed identically, but the important dif-
ference would arise from the diversity of 
the invented purposes. Because the follies 
each had their own location and structure, 
each would lend itself, as the SI theorized 
and Tschumi materialized, to certain events. 
Although not dictated by the architect or 
by form, the visitors to the park would feel 
inspired to create an event in one folly but 
not in another because the location of the 
other would more naturally engender other 
sentiments and desires leading to a unique 
event. Additionally, geopsychological prin-
ciples are implemented to encourage a guid-
ed movement through the park. The follies 
and the events that occur there enliven and 
energize the visitor to move onto the next 
folly, animating the population to create 
and experience the next spontaneous event. 
The constructed limit of architecture as 
comforting is also challenged by Tschumi’s 
implementation of the theory of the dérive. 
The SI members envisioned the dérive as 
a pleasurable experience—a playful game 
which engages the entire body—but not a 
familiar experience. The theory of the dérive 
does speak to a level of “complete disorienta-
tion,” but Tschumi pushes disorientation to 
disturbance.15  The dérive cannot simply dis-
orient, but it must also be shocking, a shock 
that originates in the perception of violence. 
“Architecture’s violence is fundamental and 
unavoidable,” states Tschumi, “for any use 
means the intrusion of a human body into 
a given space.”16  The dérive is rooted in the 
The Manhatten Transcripts,  1976-1981 by Bernard 
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idea of our bodies occupying a space, mov-
ing in a space, and consequently violat-
ing that space—and being violated as well. 
As the SI theorizes, “architecture must 
advance by making emotionally moving 
situations, rather than emotionally moving 
forms.”17  Therefore, the experience of the 
dérive should be uncomfortable—emotion-
ally stimulating—but it should also be pleas-
ing; we are not used to this level of emotion-
al connection with the built environment, 
making it unfamiliar. But this is also the 
root of the pleasure which should arise from 
the dérive. Again shunning convention, Ts-
chumi severs the rapport between pleasant 
and pleasurable. Ironically, Tschumi states 
that it is through this violence that we gain 
pleasure, that we awaken to the environment 
in which we find ourselves. Again, this no-
tion of questioning what is defined as plea-
surable and natural is called into question. 
Violence, as Tschumi uses the word, does 
not only denote the aforementioned pierc-
ing of space, but it also speaks to our emo-
tions for it “is a metaphor for the intensity 
of the relationship”18  between us and space. 
According to Tschumi, mindlessly wan-
dering through life has rendered us numb 
to this violation, but the dérive will reawak-
en us through these sensations of violence. 
Indifference has spread through our popu-
lation because of the fact that architecture 
is designed under the influencing factor of 
familiarity. The SI and Tschumi both dis-
cuss this comfort as being a tool wielded by 
the bureaucratic system to maintain control 
over society. How are we to question author-
ity if we live in a slumber? As Tschumi ex-
plains, to “the general public…architecture 
is about comfort about shelter, about bricks 
and mortar”  because we have been trained 
to believe this as truth.19  Violence is, in-
stead, the part of the “de-familiarizing” pro-
cess that will shake us from our slumber and 
should be the weapon of choice of the new 
generation to “[weaken] architecture as a 
form of domination, power, and authority.”20 
The entrenched notion of “form follows 
function” is also actively challenged in his 
work. In this case, Tschumi draws upon the 
theory of détournement. This idiom is yet 
again another manipulative social construct, 
and must be questioned through the use of 
the détournement. The SI spoke of the dé-
tournement in terms of many forms—art, in 
particular—but the principles were consis-
tent across mediums: “Any elements…can 
serve in making new combinations…[and 
when] two objects are brought together, no 
matter how far apart their original contexts 
may be, a relationship is always formed…
which supersedes the original elements 
and produces a synthetic organization of 
greater efficacy.”21  Tschumi internalizes this 
idea, and seeing as “anything can be used” 
according to the SI, chooses to incorporate 
the détournement as the re-appropriation of 
space—the interaction of space and event, 
of form and function—that will be discov-
ered through the dérive. Looking to the built 
environment, Tschumi notes that in “to-
day’s world where railway stations become 
museums and churches become nightclubs, 
a point is being made: the complete inter-
changeability of form and function, the 
loss of traditional, canonic cause-and-effect 
relationships” is desirable and necessary.22 
Who, Tschumi questions, decides that 
a kitchen must be defined as a space for 
mere cooking? For, “you can sleep in your 
kitchen. And fight and love.”23  And so, he 
goes on to question, why must a library be 
limited to the event of studying? Tschumi’s 
design for the 1989 Bibliotheque Nationale 
competition is unconventionally, to use his 
terms, “crossprogrammed” and “transpro-
grammed;” that is to say, events are imposed 
upon a novel context and a combination of 
“incompatible events.”24  The concept of this 
library was not limited solely to catering to 
scholars; it went beyond to include other 
events and space for disparate situations. 
On the roof of the library, there was to be 
a running track. The conventional separa-
tion of athletics and learning was reinforc-
ing a restrictive view of an individual and 
of society: one could either be intelligent or 
athletic, but not both. Therefore, to over-
come this provincial and archaic “truth,” 
Tschumi encouraged this “unnatural” rap-
prochement of events. Interestingly, and 
probably not surprisingly, Tschumi’s design 
was not selected as the winning entrant; it 
is uncomfortable to the most of the pub-
lic to consider including exercise facilities 
in what is customarily such an extremely 
classical monument to learning. The very 
fact that this discomfort was most likely 
the reason for his loss upholds Tschumi’s 
assertion that only shock will allow for so-
ciety to overcome traditionalist authority. 
Le Fresnoy Studio National des Arts 
Contemporains provides another example 
of this clashing of events and space. The 
project a détourné an entertainment center 
from the 1920s into an art center. Originally, 
the location was a flurry of events ranging 
from horseback riding to film screening to 
hosting balls, all encompassed within this 
one complex. Tschumi conceptualized a 
project that would continue the integrity of 
the previous nature of the location through 
developing a new series of seemingly dis-
parate events. Instead of creating sepa-
rate spaces or razing the site to start from 
scratch, Tschumi utilizes the instruments 
Establishing 
monumental 
homage is 
not Tschumi’s 
goal; rather, 
he facilitates a 
dialogue between 
past and present.
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of transprogramming, crossprogramming, 
and disprogramming to question the so-
cially acceptable and traditionally view of 
“school.” Tschumi collides the events of de-
sign, production, athletics, living, leisure, 
etc. in one envelope. The student will be 
an overall better individual through learn-
ing in this vertex of situations. Unlike tra-
ditional schools and centers, the novelty of 
the violently meshed events will inspire stu-
dents and prevent them from being taken 
over by the “mental disease [that] swept the 
planet: banalization.”25  The détournement 
process can, Tschumi hopes, only lead to 
greater events. Moreover, the students are 
actively involved in all of the détournement 
process, in more than just the built envi-
ronment. The programs of study must be 
collided as well, for students are “crossover 
artists, such as a video artist who is also a 
musician or a musician who is a painter.”26 
The détournement, when implemented 
by Tschumi, also challenges the ways in 
which architecture can interact with the 
past. “I am not a tabula rasa architect,” Ts-
chumi proclaimed in an interview with 
Modern Painters in 2009. He explained 
that the prior uses of land and space should 
not be avoided or discarded, but should 
be repurposed through the détourne-
ment. Incorporation of the past into pres-
ent projects does not need to be restricted, 
as tradition dictates, to the recycling of 
forms and imitation of styles that have al-
ready been seen. Establishing monumental 
homage is not Tschumi’s goal; rather, he 
facilitates a dialogue between past and pres-
ent. In lieu of mimicking style, forms, or 
other physical elements of previous build-
ings, the events past need to be brought 
back to live through the new architecture. 
An article written about Tschumi’s 
Acropolis Museum criticized the project for 
not adequately representing the Acropolis 
and for not living up to “what Callicrates 
and Ictinus did with marble up the hill.”27 
This is clearly not a proper understanding 
of Tschumi’s creation. The interaction of the 
 past and present are not based in “abstract-
ed gesture toward the tripartite division 
of the Classical column,”28  but are instead 
about the transprogramming of events and 
elements from past and present. In the mu-
seum, Tschumi consciously decided upon 
the use of glass floors. The general public, as 
Stephen alludes, would probably point to the 
modern tones of the use of glass, but would 
Tschumi support this analysis? In actuality, 
the transparency, Tschumi articulates, was 
itself integral to the concept because it elim-
inates the barrier between the events of the 
past and those of the present. The excava-
tion sites are visible to visitors; the past infil-
trates the era of the present. Tschumi recalls 
how it was “amusing to see the enormous 
cranes in one part of the site, and….people 
down on their knees brushing the dirt away 
and discovering extraordinary mosaics,” en-
thralled with the idea that the location was 
still an active excavation site.29  Each guest 
should be able to experience the emotional 
stimulation, the amusement and excite-
ment, of the juxtaposition and collision 
of incongruous events from multiple ages.
Moreover, the museum collides past 
and present through political means as 
well. Tschumi concentrated his concept for 
the Acropolis Museum around the debate 
over unreturned marble tablets. The Greek 
government had a purpose to constructing 
a new museum for the Acropolis, one be-
yond replacing an outdated building. Sev-
eral marble tablets—the Elgin Marbles—are 
in the possession of the British Museum 
in London despite the Greeks’ assertion 
that they have the true right to the tablets. 
With a new museum, Greece hoped that 
they would further legitimize their right-
ful ownership of the marbles, and Tschumi 
was exhilarated by this ongoing saga. Again, 
he was devoted to a social cause that un-
derpinned the erection of his project; this 
museum was meant to be a genesis for 
action on the part of the British, and it 
also reflected the passion inspired in the 
Greeks for this cause. There was a mean-
ing behind the building, one connected 
with emotions (the desire and longing of 
something unobtainable) and engaging 
society in a combined, concentrated effort. 
Acropolis Museum,  Athens by Bernard Tschumi © Bernard Tschumi Architects 
Used with permission of Bernard Tschumi Architects
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Of course, Tschumi delegated to him-
self a difficult task; inherent in the process 
of translating the theoretical concepts of 
the SI into the real world is a gap, a discon-
nect stemming from the nature of reality. 
For example, Tschumi’s projects are based 
in awakening people to be able to rise in 
opposition against entrenched authoritar-
ian systems and create a change in society. 
However, Tschumi himself realizes that 
in order to materialize these concepts, he 
must work within that system: “Architec-
ture is a very expensive thing…paid for by 
big corporate private interest firms or state 
policies.”30  The Acropolis Museum ran a fi-
nal tally of $175 million—clearly Tschumi 
knew that the Greek government, who was 
financially bolstering the project, was going 
to have some sway in the decision making 
process.31  The implication of this irrefut-
able fact is that if commissions are going 
to be ascertained or competitions are go-
ing to be won, there must be slight changes 
made to appease the bureaucrats or specific 
targeting, as seen in the Parc de la Villette, 
which was chosen as the winning entry 
under France’s only Socialist Party presi-
dent in the 5ième République, Mitterand. 
It is not Tschumi’s inability to translate 
his concepts in their entirety, but rather 
our own misinterpretation. That is it to say, 
the real “lost in translation” piece occurs 
between the public and the architecture. A 
critique of Tschumi’s project for the Vach-
eron Constantin Headquarters speaks to 
this schism between what Tschumi com-
municates and what we, the public, perceive. 
A bit of background is necessary. Vacheron 
Constantin is a watch company owned by 
Richemont International. Brands that fall 
under Richemont’s umbrella include high-
end jewelry and apparel, high-end enough 
to include the ranks of Cartier.32  Tschumi 
was selected to erect the headquarters for a 
company that is based solely on the propa-
gation of the high-brow, well-established 
elite. The foundations of the company are 
steadfastly immersed in a “capitalistic” and/
or “elitist” past; for instance, Vacheron Con-
stantin was founded in 1755 and past own-
ers have included well-known leaders: from 
popes to U.S. presidents.33  The constructed 
need of consumption—and the status con-
sumption parades—is a specific part of capi-
talism that Tschumi despises, yet this is es-
sentially the core value of the company for 
which he chose to build. Stephen’s critique 
analyzes the fact that the project was devel-
oped entirely as a means to further glorify 
the company’s image of luxury. She writes 
that the commission went to Tschumi be-
cause his proposal, as the company desired, 
“would unmistakably announce the quality 
of its product” and it did end up obtaining 
“sheen curves, and complex joinery [which 
are] evocative of Vacheron Constantin’s 
own casing, wristbands, and watch faces”; 
in the end, it was all “image enhancement…
done with showy sophisticated finesse.”34 
Is her assessment correct, however? 
From Stephen’s approach and given the 
nature of the company itself, this project 
is a glaring paradox and, perhaps, a com-
promise of Tschumi’s genuine sentiments. 
This could possibly be an example of that 
disconnect between theory and materi-
alization. Reading Tschumi’s description 
of his own work, though, begins to invali-
date this notion.  How he himself sees the 
project remains aligned with his theories. 
The project is envisioned in “movement 
sectors,” “circulation elements, and “fluid 
relationships between management, de-
sign, and production.”35  Glass is used for 
transparency, and the metallic sheets that 
supposedly evoke the image of the ritzy 
watches were chosen to dissolve the divi-
sion between exterior and interior space. 
These are all elements seen before from Ts-
chumi, those of fluidity, and motion, and 
event, and interaction, and collision—not 
nods to consumerism. And, moreover, Ts-
chumi is anything but showy for showiness’ 
sake. Simple and pure communication is 
the goal of architecture, not flashiness; the 
architect must “find strength in the obvi-
ous” and learn to edit, edit, edit projects 
to a simple concept.36  Tschumi remained 
devoted to his overall vision, handling his 
part of the project well; out of his hands, it 
was up to the critic, in this case, to interpret 
and comprehend the presented elements. 
We see another example of this in BLUE, 
a residential complex in New York City. 
BLUE was condemned for aggressively not 
being in tune with its context. In an inter-
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For Tschumi, context 
means people and situations, 
whereas for the general public, 
context means built environment. 
BLUE Residential Tower New York,  2004-2007 by 
Bernard Tschumi © Bernard Tschumi Architects 
Used with permission of Bernard Tschumi Architects
view, Tschumi explains that he formulated 
BLUE to purposefully reflect the diversity 
of the context, and so in reality, it is inher-
ently aligned with location. The discon-
nect? For Tschumi, context means people 
and situations, whereas for the general 
public, context means built environment. 
Yes, BLUE contrasts to the highest degree 
with the buildings that surround it; but 
the diversity of the population that lives in 
the Lower East Side and the events which 
occur there are projected by the building. 
Despite the disconnect that often occurs 
between a general, engrained style of inter-
pretation and Tschumi’s concepts, Tschumi 
still achieves success in varying aspects. He 
has claimed grand prizes in competition af-
ter competition, an accomplishment which 
does show a general acceptance of his fringe 
architecture. Having won one of every four 
competitions he has entered, spanning Eu-
rope, Asia, and the Americas, he can cer-
tainly rightfully claim he has “made it.”37 
Le Fresnoy Competition exemplifies this 
desire to accept his works. Looking back 
on the competition, there is an intriguing 
disjunction between Tschumi’s recollec-
tions and those of the jury. A jury member, 
Alain Fleischer, relayed to the press after the 
completion of the project that a stipulation 
of the competition was leaving the exist-
ing buildings in order to incorporate the 
authentic spaces. When Tschumi speaks to 
the same thing, however, he remembers be-
ing “encouraged to demolish everything.”38 
Tschumi’s theories proved to be worthy, 
and proved to be a successful solution. Al-
though utterly unconventional with its 
steel umbrella and bright yellow brick, the 
jury loved the outcome. As if knowing all 
along that this was what the jury intended, 
Fleischer applauds the “strong relationship 
between old and new.”39  Clearly, here the 
jury recognizes now that the idea which 
Tschumi contrived was indeed appropri-
ate and the members appreciate the end 
result—the creation of stimulating, excit-
ing environments through the collision on 
past and present. Despite an initial hesita-
tion to work within the given environmen-
tal and situational framework, refusing to 
consider the site “virgin” was seen as the 
best response in hindsight by all involved.
There is more to Tschumi’s success, 
however. Engaging the population in archi-
tecture is another level of his success. He 
does his job; he gets people to talk about 
his work and to think about architecture. 
Even when it may be incorrectly analyzed, 
at least it is stimulating minds. Articles are 
constantly published in scholarly architec-
tural and art journals—articles which in-
clude interviews, reviews, and critiques, as 
well as Tschumi’s own exploration of theo-
ries—but his architecture and theories are 
also made accessible to the general pub-
lic, through such venues as articles in the 
New York Times and museum installations. 
Most importantly, however, is Tschumi 
commitment to his homocentric approach 
to architecture, which stems from the theo-
ries of the SI. These theories are based on 
the human: bringing the human element 
back into life and back into environment, a 
re-humanization of society to lead to revo-
lution. Tschumi realizes that yes, architec-
ture is for the people, but even more so, of 
the people. He cannot control how it will be 
interpreted by an outsider’s eye, but he re-
alizes this—and realizes that he cannot be-
cause the human factor, which is the most 
important factor, is also the most unreliable. 
We must turn disturbance into excitement—
he cannot do that for us. He stipulates that 
the he cannot and does not want to predict 
the precise use of his projects because that 
would eliminate the ever important human 
spontaneity. Tschumi revokes the tradition 
of architecture as mandating how a building 
should be used; it is the translation of the 
concept of human experiencing and human 
creating event that allows Tschumi to assume 
the role of “orchestrator” instead of dictator. 
The means to a liberated society are pro-
jected and evident in his works; but we as 
members of that society are called upon to 
take up the task. He turns his work over to 
us, because we are the ones that will make 
of it what we will. He can only desire that 
the vessel he has materialized will guide us 
to the correct use, for “architecture [cannot] 
change society, though it can either accel-
erate a certain evolution or slow it down….
initiate or accelerate a set of actions.”40 
The potential for stirrings, which lead to 
an awakening, which in turn leads to ac-
tion are situations facilitated by Tschumi’s 
projects for us to encounter, explore, and 
implement. He poses the question “could 
architecture be anything other than an in-
strument of the status quo, and instrument 
of the establishment, possibly an instru-
ment of segregation?”41  And, he leaves it up 
to us to make that determination. He places 
much trust in us, leaves much in the hands 
of society, and places much responsibility 
on the individual—it is us that must be-
lieve in his theories, recognize the restraints 
imposed upon us, and come to actively, 
holistically, and passionately interact with 
our environment to overcome limits.
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He does his job; 
he gets people 
to talk about 
his work and 
to think about 
architecture. 
Even when it may 
be incorrectly 
analyzed, at least 
it is stimulating 
minds. 
